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On Jan. 31 in Washington, the US Customs Bureau announced an embargo against tuna imports
from 21 nations, effective the same day. Latin American nations on the list are Colombia, Costa
Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama, Trinidad and Tobago, and Venezuela. The remaining 14 nations
are Britain, France, Canada, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, Dutch Antilles,
Marshall Islands, Singapore, Spain, Taiwan and Thailand. The decision was adopted by the
Justice Department and the Fish and Wildlife Service as a sanction against tuna fishing fleets
responsible for killing thousands of dolphins caught in tuna nets. The case, originally filed by the
environmentalist organization Earth Island Institute, sought to stop fleets from Venezuela, Mexico
and Vanuatu operating in the eastern Pacific. The embargo ruling was first brought against the
Mexican government and subsequently extended to Venezuela and Vanuatu. The objective of the
Jan. 31 ruling was to extend the embargo to third countries importing tuna from the proscribed
nations. Such imports are often re-exported to the US. Mexico sought and won a ruling against the
embargo on the ground that Washington breached international fair trade rules under the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The Mexican complaint was put on hold to permit bilateral
talks with the US. In the last week of January, the Venezuelan government launched a campaign
to overturn the California judge's decision ordering the tuna embargo. Venezuelan officials assert
that the environmental justification for the embargo is a cover for protectionism which gives US
tuna fleets an unfair advantage on the world market. Miguel Rodriguez, representing Venezuela's
Foreign Trade Institute (ICE), traveled to Washington on Jan. 29 for meetings with US Department
of Commerce officials. Meanwhile, Venezuelan government lawyers were preparing a case for
the California court. Venezuelan officials have met with European Community and Japanese
counterparts to prepare a joint claim under GATT against the US similar to Mexico's. The claim is
scheduled to be submitted Feb. 18. In statements to the Inter Press Service, Rodriguez an adviser to
ICE president Gonzalo Capriles said the embargo was based on the false premise that the eastern
Pacific is the only place in the world where dolphins accompany shoals of tuna fish. Reports from
other fleets, such as Spain's, indicate that in other seas where US fishing boats operate without
restrictions, dolphins are also accidentally caught along with tuna. Rodriguez said his government
had imposed the following controls on Venezuela's tuna fleet: prescribing the use of nets which
allow dolphins to escape, prohibition on night fishing and the use of explosives, and requiring
ships to carry observers from the Inter-American Commission for Tropical Tuna. The Venezuelan
Agriculture Ministry claims the controls have reduced dolphin deaths by 75%, compared to an
estimated 12,500 dolphin killings in the first half of 1991. A ministry spokesperson said the embargo
has already cost an estimated US$100 million in export revenue losses. ICE president Capriles
notes that the California court ruling technically permits foreign fishing boats to kill a statistical
maximum of 1.25 dolphins for one killed by US fishing boats in the eastern Pacific. However, since
US fleets have terminated activities in the area, the ruling effectively sets limits that make even
the most careful Venezuelan fishing nearly impossible. According to Capriles, "The US fleet can
kill any number of dolphins in other waters, free from any type of control." The Venezuelan tuna
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fishing fleet is comprised of around 30 ships of between 900 and 1,000 metric tons. The annual tuna
catch by each ship averages between 3,000 and 3,500 MT. Spokespersons for Venezuela's Tuna
Fish Processors Association say nearly 50% of the catch is exported, mainly in canned or frozen
form to Europe. On Jan. 31, Francisco Herrera Teran, fisheries director general at the Venezuelan
Agriculture Ministry, told reporters that extending the embargo to the nation's tuna importers will
exacerbate financial losses. He said the extension encompasses 53% of US tuna imports. [Basic
data from Inter Press Service, 01/29/92; Prensa Latina (Cuba), Spanish news service EFE, Notimex,
01/31/92]
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